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AWAKE, MY SOUL, AND SING           Psalm 57:7-8; Colossians 3:16
--a homily by Mel Williams
   Watts Street Baptist Church
   August 21, 2005 (A Feast of Hymns)
Psalm 57:8 ---“Awake, my soul!  Sing and make melody.”
Colossians 3:16—“…with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God.”
I once talked to a person who comes to worship only occasionally.  He said, “I used to go a lot, and now I don’t…..The only thing I really miss is the singing.”    I can understand what he’s saying!
Worship is a combination of word and music.  We come here to listen to the words of the Bible, the words of the minister, the words of the printed liturgy.  But words alone can easily grow stale through routine.  Words can become flat and dull.  God must have figured this out long ago, so God gave us music.  Music in worship brings words back to life.  As Rabbi Abraham Heschel has written, “The task of music is the resurrection of words.” 
Is it possible to be a Christian without singing?  I doubt it.  Some of us may not feel confident as singers, but the Bible encourages us to “make a joyful noise to the Lord.”  Over and over the Bible tells us to sing and make melody to the Lord.
Why all the emphasis on singing?   It is clear to me that God has chosen music as a primary vehicle to reach us.  God rides on music.  Singing is not merely some random activity; singing is a spiritual practice.  Singing in worship is one of our decisive ways of connecting with God.  If we want our lives to be calm and centered, we need spiritual practice.  Singing is a spiritual practice that wakes us up and gives us life.
 “Awake, my soul, and sing,” the Psalmist says.   If you asked me what the spiritual life is all about, I would say that the spiritual life is about waking up.   Recently I was reading an essay that said, “Most people, even though they don’t know it, are asleep.”  (Some of us might even doze in church.) The writer is saying that we can trudge through our existence without ever waking up to the loveliness and the beauty of human life.   (Anthony de Mello, Awareness, p. 5)  
Some of us Christians have found a growing fascination with the ways that Buddhism might enrich our own spiritual journey.  (Thich Nhat Hanh has a wonderful book called Jesus and Buddha as Brothers.)   There is a classic story about the Buddha when he was wandering in India shortly after he was enlightened.  Several people encountered Buddha, and they recognized something extraordinary about this handsome prince who was now robed as a monk.  They turned to ask Buddha, “Are you a god?’  “No,” he answered.  “Well, are you an angel?”  “No,” he replied.  “Well, are you some kind of wizard or magician?”  “No”  “Are you a human being?”  “No.”   They were perplexed.  Finally they asked, “Then what are you?”   He replied simply, “I am awake.”   The word “Buddha” means “to awaken.”  (From Jack Kornfield, A Path with Heart: A Guide through the Perils and Promises of Spiritual Life, p. 56)
The spiritual life, the Christian life, can be described as the art of awakening to God’s love and grace.   We spend our lifetime waking up.  We find different spiritual practices that invite us to wake up--- centering prayer, listening prayer, sitting with a line of Scripture until it speaks a personal word to us, and corporate worship where we listen and pray and sing our faith.
Awake, my soul, and sing!   Singing is one of God’s ways of waking us up to the goodness of the present moment.   Back in 1761 John Wesley wrote, “Beware of singing as if you were half-dead or half-asleep.  Sing lustily and with good courage.”   He was echoing the Psalmist:  “Awake my soul and sing!”
When we sing like that, we can stop worrying about whether we have the best voice on the row.  Sing—with abandon.  Forget yourself.   Singing, when done properly, is indeed a giving up of yourself, so that you lose that acute self-consciousness.  You give up yourself, and let the song (the hymn) sing through you.  Get lost in the song.  In other words, let the song sing you.
What I am saying is that singing—as with other spiritual practices, is a means of grace.  It is a medium through which the grace of God flows freely.
Long ago, I learned a hymn that said, “Grace, grace, God’s grace; grace that is greater than all our sin.”
We sing because we have received grace upon grace.   Grace is the unmerited gift of a loving God.  We have been given blessings (grace) that we could never earn.  That’s why much of our worship is an experience of gratitude for God’s grace.   Gratitude wells up when we experience what Rabbi Heschel calls “radical amazement.”
We come to this church to sing our gratitude for amazing grace.  The hymn “Amazing Grace” is probably the best-loved hymn of all time.   A little later in this service we’ll sing a longer version of the hymn to a different tune.  But right now we have a fine opportunity to sing the familiar version—two stanzas:    
Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.  I once was lost, but now I am found; ‘twas blind, but now I see.    
The Lord has promised good to me; his word my hope secures.
He will my shield and portion be as long as life endures.
Amen.  So may it be.
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